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Staff Overview of REAL ID 
 

The federal REAL ID Act (the Act) was approved by the United States Congress and signed into 
law by President Bush on May 11, 2005.  The Act has significant workload and cost implications 
for the Department of Motor Vehicles (DMV).  Additionally, the Act requires 24 million 
licensed drivers and identification card holders in California to return to DMV offices to 
establish identity and obtain compliant cards.  Provisions of the Act must be implemented by 
May 11, 2008; however, federal regulations concerning implementation of the Act are pending. 
 
Major Provisions: 
 
• Importance of obtaining a compliant license.  After May 2008, a Federal agency may not 

accept, for an official purpose, a driver’s license issued by a State to any person unless the 
State is meeting the requirements of the Act.  Official purpose is defined: “includes but is not 
limited to accessing federal facilities, boarding federally regulated commercial aircraft, 
entering nuclear power plants, and any other purposes that the Secretary shall determine.” 

• Issuance standards.  States cannot issue compliant licenses unless individuals establish 
identity and “lawful status” in the United States through producing multiple documents, as 
specified,  such as a birth certificate and visa/asylum paperwork (as applicable).  

• Digital imaging.  The DMV must capture digital images of identity source documents so that 
the images can be retained in electronic storage in a transferable format. 

• Verification of identity documents.  The DMV is required to verify the validity of any 
identity documents with the issuing agency. 

• License features.  Among other requirements, the new cards must list a person’s address of 
principle residence and contain a “common machine-readable technology.”   

• Data sharing with other States.  The DMV must provide all other States with electronic 
access to the DMV database of license-holder information.  The DMV must refuse to issue a 
license to a person holding a license or card issued by another state without confirmation that 
the person has terminated the driver’s license.   

• Physical Security.  The DMV must ensure the physical security of locations where licenses 
and cards are produced and where the document materials are stored. 

• Security clearances.  The DMV must subject persons authorized to manufacture or produce 
licenses to appropriate security clearance requirements. 

• Training.  The DMV must train employees to recognize fraudulent documents. 
• Distinguishing markings for non-compliant licenses.  If the DMV issues licenses that do 

not comply with the provisions of the Act, these cards must have a unique design to 
distinguish them from compliant cards. 

• Funding.  No funding is included in the Act itself for implementation, however, $40 million 
was appropriated in the 2006 federal fiscal year for grants to states (DMV indicates 
California is unlikely to receive any of this funding). 

• Extensions.  The Secretary of Homeland Security may grant, to a state, an extension of time 
to implement the Act if the state provides adequate justification for noncompliance. 
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